



An Attempt to Help an Introverted Student 




The observation focuses on how an introverted student could develop his performance in a group 
discussion through self-evaluation and group scaffolding activities. The target student did not 
use function phrases in group discussions, yet the student was confident in using such phrases in 
pair activities. Post observation, it seemed that a group scaffolding activity would coax the 
introverted student into using function phrases in a group discussion.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
This journal records the observation of a male student in a Level 4 English discussion class 
made in a reflective teaching journal kept over the course of a semester. One student was 
identified as a target student (TS) because he was extremely shy in a group of peers and has 
displayed minimal social, friendly and communicative characteristics in peer activities. From 
Week 2 to 4, I used controlled and semi-controlled activities so that TS could recognize and take 
responsibility for his lack of group involvement and thus join group discussions as a speaker and 
a listener. By Week 5, TS managed to state his opinions only when he was asked questions in 
extended discussions. Interestingly, his utterances often consisted of at least two clauses and TS 
chose appropriate words to precisely express his ideas. Also, he was capable of correcting 
himself autonomously; for example, “I taked, ah… I took a boat when I travelled in Vietnam.” 
However, when he joined a group discussion, he became passive again. He was silent as a statue 
unless other students asked him questions. This observation implies his lack of communication 
in group discussions is not caused by a deficient linguistic knowledge of English. 
 The English Discussion Course (EDC) at Rikkyo University demands students to have a 
sixteen-minute discussion where three or four participants are expected to exchange opinions in 
a balanced, interactive and construed way (cf. Hurling (2013)). To meet the course requirement, 
TS must join a group discussion as a speaker and as a listener. Fundamentally, he has to use 
function phrases assigned every week in a lesson regardless of the anxiety he faces (for learners’ 
anxiety, refer to Brown and Yule (1986) and Brown (2000)). Thus, the observation mainly 
consists of how often TS could use function phrases each week.  
 The observation had two phases. The first phase ran from Week 6 to 8 and it examined 
how successful he was in using function phrases in D1 and D2. It also focused on how self-
evaluation and teacher-fronted feedback would help him to set up his individual goals for further 
development of his performance. The second phase ran from Week 10 to 12. It, again, observes 
the frequency of use of function phrases in discussions. The observation features how group 
scaffolding activities and rapport with peers encouraged him to interact in a group discussion.  
 
DISCUSSION 
Initial Performance and Changes from Week 6 to Week 9 
Following Week 5, TS was introverted and displayed little eye contact with others. Before 
lessons, he always played computer games. For Test 1 carried out in Week 5, he scored 9 out of 
25. The results of Test 1 are shown in Table 1 below along with the results of Tests 2 and 3: 
 
 




 Content Communication Questions Function Language Total Score 
Test 1 
(Week 5) 
2/5 2/5 0/5 0/5 5/5 9/25 
Test 2 
(Week 9) 
5/5 4/5 2/5 4/5 5/5 20/25 
Test 3 
(Week 13) 
5/5 3/5 0/5 0/53 5/5 13/25 
Table 1: Distribution of Test Scores 
 
The test scores from Table 1 indicate that TS played only a speaker role, because he got 
no scores for asking questions and got lower scores for communication (reactions, 
agree/disagreeing, negotiating meaning). He did not use function phrases or contributed to the 
discussion as a listener. Thus, what could be done to enable him to be a successful speaker and 
listener in a group discussion? 
 One possible means of promoting students’ success in discussion might be giving them 
appropriate feedback. As argued in literature, giving proper feedback helps learners to develop 
their language skills. Lantolf (2000) says that there are mainly four styles of feedback; i) 
teacher-fronted (T-F), ii) student-to-student (S-S), iii) self reflective, iv) any combination of the 
above. For my lessons, I applied a combination of T-F and Self reflective feedback. Such 
feedback was used because self-reflection allows learners to set their individual goals, which 
may foster students’ self-achievement. Lantolf (2000) also mentions it a great way to increase 
learners’ autonomy and such feedback would raise awareness of their own use of language in a 
way that might not be possible in previous feedback (I asked students to self-evaluate about their 
use of function phrases solely in this observation. Score 1 means students use one function 
phrase. Score 2 means they use 2 function phrases. Highest score in the self-evaluation for Week 
7 is three, Week 8-9 is 4, Week 10 is 5, Week 11-13 is 6. Self-reflective feedback appeared to be 
an appropriate method to use for TS, especially when considering his shy nature. When I 
arranged S-S feedback after D1 and D2 during Weeks 2 to 4, TS did not give any feedback to his 
associates, which caused long silences to occur in the group interaction.
1
 As he did not speak in 
the discussion, his peers found it impossible to give him feedback, which led him to lose his 
confidence. As a result, I gave T-F feedback which complemented any feedback that went 
unnoticed during S-S feedback. T-F feedback focused on performance as a group, and elicited 
positive examples from students’ utterances. Here, let us focus on Table 2 illustrating how TS 
evaluated his own performance from Week 6 to 9: 
 
 Week6 Week7 Week8 Week9 Week10 Week11 Week12 Week13 
D1 Absent 0 1 3 0 1 1 2 
D2 Absent 1 0 2 0 5 1 0 
Table 2: Self-Evaluation on Function Phrase Usage 
 
Analysis of Table 2 concludes that TS could not use multiple function phrases in Week 7 
and 8. He made an effort to express his opinions, although he could use the single function 
phrase either in D1, or, in D2.
2
 As mentioned above, TS was passive and less interactive with 
peers before Week 5. Although he scored 0 or 1 in self-evaluation in Week 7 and 8, his positive 
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change in discussions can be noteworthy. This might be related to a pair work prior to D1 and 
D2. I paired TS with a strong female student. She encouraged TS to use the function phrase. 
Beside her encouragement, I incorporated comments from TS into my T-F feedback, attempting 
to let him feel confident before D1. But, no improvement was observed.  
 In Week 9, TS attempted the second discussion test after D1 and D2. In these discussions, 
I paired him with strong students and used as much of his comments as I could when giving T-F 
feedback. As shown in Tables 1 and 2, TS could use multiple phrases and played both speaker 
and listener roles in the group discussion. It should be noted that in Test 2, TS constantly 
received positive reactions constantly from other group participants (e.g., That’s interesting!, 
Wow! Good! Good!). In addition, not only TS but also the other students were responsible for the 
running of group discussion as a speaker and a listener. In other words, every participant should 
use speaker-side phrases like I heard that and listener-side phrases like Where did you hear that?. 
At this stage, I was unsure whether the combination of self-evaluation and T-F feedback 
triggered the improvement observed in Week 9, or if it was something else. As his previous self-
evaluation scores in Week 7 and 8 were low, it meant TS had not yet reached achievable goals in 
each group discussion by self-evaluating performance. It may be said that when quiet, and 
introverted students like TS try self-evaluation, they find they have too many areas and tasks to 
cover after the self-reflection which could lead them to losing their confidence. Such a discovery 
through self-evaluation might have discouraged him from participating in a group discussion. 
This reminds us of an insight from Heine and Kitayama (2001), which claims that self-
evaluation might not be the best, or be the only way to develop and motivate Japanese learners 
of English. After he had developed a rapport with peers in Week 9, he came to use multiple 
function phrases. It seemed that peer rapport might let TS use function phrases not only in paired 
activities in practice, but also in D1 and D2. Accordingly, peer interaction and collaborative 
teamwork observed in Week 9 enabled me to shift my focus onto activities between D1 and D2 
from Week 10 to 13. The next section features how a group scaffolding activities helped TS to 
use function phrases in a group discussion.  
 
Changes from Week 10 to Week 13 
A new peer scaffolding activity between D1 to D2 was introduced in lessons from Week 10. In 
the activity, every student was equipped with a listener or speaker card which required them to 
use particular function phrases/(dis)agreeing phrases/follow-up questions, etc. Students have to 
complete their roles in a group of three or four within three or four minutes. Initially, listener 
cards are given to talkative students and they had brush-up their listener skills mainly in the 
activity. On the other hand, speaker cards were assigned to relatively quiet students like TS, 
which encouraged them to contribute to the discussion as a speaker. The activity also starts from 
speaker side to let quiet students to initiate group discussions. When they completed the activity, 
they switched cards and tried a different role in the group. They were allowed to recycle topics 
and ideas. The intention of the activity was to reinforce students’ language use without 
generating new ideas on topics. This activity also aims to foster listener/speaker responsibility as 
a group discussant. My expectation was that TS would use function phrases as a speaker or 
listener in a group discussion. With this in mind, let us refer back to Table 1 and 2. 
In Week 10, TS was not able to use function phrases at all. However, he was interactive 
and shared his ideas as a speaker before other students asked him questions. He used questions 
as a listener in D1 and D2. It was a surprising observation, because he was separated from strong 
students and had less peer support in each discussion. In Week 11 and 12, TS started to use one 
or two function phrases in D1 and D2. In addition, he joined the discussion voluntarily just as he 
did in Week 10, which was a big contrast to his behavior during Weeks 1 to 8. A reason for the 




break might be that TS had learnt how to join a discussion as a speaker and as a listener. It is 
possible that his attitude changed through group scaffolding activities. Another reason for the 
improvement might be not only TS but also fellow students were gradually developing 




Table 1 and 2 shows that in Week 13, TS could use function phrases in D1, while he 
could not in D2 and Test 3. This may have been because in D2, all the students except TS were 
strong and talkative, and they did not consider equal participation. Although I gave teacher-
fronted feedback stating that equal participation is important in a discussion, the following factor 
may have caused him use less function phrases in the subsequent test. In the test, the students 
spent five to six minutes negotiating meaning of vocabulary to convey all-English discussion. As 
they used six minutes for negotiation of meaning of words in a sixteen-minute test, they had 
only ten minutes to discuss the topic. This prevented all participants from talking about the topic 
deeply in the limited time (technically each student had only two to three minutes to use six 
function phrases), which caused less function use among the participants. This may be related to 
a nature of EDC course which demands students to carry out 100% English discussion. On the 
other hand, to satisfy other criteria of EDC discussion, students should use more function 
phrases and make use of other communicative skills.  
An alternative activity should be introduced into students to solve the conflicts 
mentioned above and to let every student use function phrases successfully; for example, 
introducing the scaffolding activity from Week 2 to instill the idea that each participant has 
responsibility as a speaker or a listener. Another approach might be encouraging students to 
constantly react to each other, because peer rapport from strong students helped to make shy 
students like TS confident and comfortable in a group discussion (this insight follows an 
argument of Young D. J. (1991), Tsui (1996), Oxford (2000), etc.). Furthermore, it would be 
necessary to find a way to help students (especially Level 4 students) when they spend too much 
time in negotiating meaning of vocabulary and they had less time to share contents and use 
function phrases. It has been often observed that Level 4 students spend too much time in 
negotiating word meanings, where the lack of time left for group discussions. If we could have 
vocabulary aids, it would prevent long discussions on negotiating word meanings and enable 
students to focus on the use of function phrases. As an example of vocabulary aids, I sometimes 
make a list of difficult words on board. Students can refer back to it and select appropriate words 




The observation focused on an introverted and shy student in a Level 4 English discussion class. 
The target student carried out self-evaluation and received teacher-fronted feedback from Week 
5, and there was little improvement observed in his performance from the following week. On 
the other hand, it seems that peer interaction and group scaffolding activities from Week 9 had a 
more positive impact on his discussion skills. However, it was observed that the long negotiation 
of meaning between students sometimes prevents not only TS but also other students to use 
function phrases in the discussion. It would be beneficial to investigate when it is best to 
introduce group scaffolding activity in an English language course. Again, use of vocabulary 




CS3校_[FINAL] New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion_merged.pdf   14/04/14   15:58   - 107 -    ( )





 It is often said that Japanese learners do not prefer peer interaction (cf. Ellis (1991)). 
2 
Table 2 indicates that TS didn’t use multiple function phrases in a discussion. I found the same 
result in my classroom notes. However, I could see him acting as a speaker voluntarily in 
discussions; for example, he could use “Can I make a comment? In my opinion,…..It’s mainly 
because….”. 
3 
TS could use one phrase, which is scored “zero” in an EDC test evaluation. 
4 
I used the same group scaffolding activity to Level 3 students to make a balance between a very 
dominant student and other students. In their discussion, one student often dominated the 
discussion and mainly used speaker phrases. After using scaffolding activities, students learned 
speaker/listener responsibilities and everyone could score well-balanced points in Week 13 test. 
That may mean that the scaffolding activity helps not only students like TS who is quiet and 
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